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Virginians with “Some College” Earn National Attention
These remarks for the Virginia Governors Association were delivered on October 21, 2010.

T

o shake off the recession’s effects and bolster our international competitiveness we must
produce more college graduates. The Baby Boom generation is the best educated in America’s
history. As they retire, however, we risk replacing them with a generation less educated. Germany is
the world’s only other industrialized nation to share with us that dubious distinction.
Awareness is growing of this coming crisis. Consensus is elusive in our nation’s political
conversation but leaders from both parties and all levels of government agree that we need more
college graduates.
Wanted: more college graduates
Virginia is embracing this challenge with vigor. Governor Bob McDonnell’s call for an additional
100,000 college graduates and the focus Gerald Robinson, Virginia’s secretary of education, is
placing on that goal, are among the key reasons for today’s National Governors Association in
Richmond examining what
Virginia is doing to help more
working adults to become
college graduates.
Americans who hold an
associate’s degree earn twice
the median salary and are half
as likely to be unemployed
compared to those who failed
to finish high school,
according to U.S. Census data.
The numbers look even better
for those who go on to earn a
bachelor’s or graduate degree.
Attracting more high school
graduates to pursue a college education remains essential to their future and Virginia’s. A myopic
focus on that group, however, will leave us short of the governor’s college graduation goals.
Helping adults finish college
Nearly one million working-age Virginians have what I call a bag of college credits, but no
postsecondary certificate or degree. Virginia’s Community Colleges are aggressively pursuing those
individuals with the help of a Lumina Foundation grant aimed at helping adults complete degree
programs they started but never finished.
More can and must be done by Virginia’s Community Colleges, universities and employers to help
working adults maximize their talents by earning a college credential. The value and potential of
those partnerships have been illuminated by the work of Governor McDonnell’s reform
commissions.
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Today’s National Governors Association meeting is intended to explore how much more those
partnerships could accomplish. In broad terms, the meeting is focused on four general areas:
Cost-sharing success
How many more working adults could we turn into college graduates if public and private entities
shared the costs and the benefits of that success? Billions of dollars are spent every year by both
employers and taxpayers to finance college and workforce training programs. How much of that is
coordinated and how much is redundant? What if tax credits or other incentives were used to
elevate a company’s training program into a college curriculum that rewards its graduates with an
accredited postsecondary credential?
Minimizing bureaucracy
How many more working adults could we turn into college graduates if we made the college process
more straight forward? At most institutions, for example, students are required to apply for
graduation. In other words, we ask them to say, “Pretty please” to get their hands on the degree or
certificate they have rightly earned. Whether it is transferring between institutions or creating a
career pathway to guide someone from the classroom to the jobsite, we should make the experience
more user-friendly. This can be done with no threat to academic rigor and quality.
Accommodating real life
How many more working adults could we turn into college graduates by helping them with life’s
demands outside the classroom? Academic tutoring and financial aid are not the only support
services they need to earn a college credential. Transportation, childcare and career counseling, and
the hours at which they are offered, are further challenges. We could also leverage our successful
career coach model to help working adults in their college pursuit.
Data-driven policies
And finally, how much smarter would our policies and programs be if they were built on better data?
Throughout the 20th century a college education was one of many ways to get a good job with
benefits that would allow you to raise a family. That’s no longer the case. By the year 2018, two out
of every three jobs available in Virginia will require more than a high school education. As a
consequence better data is needed to ensure that academic programs are effectively designed,
updated and coordinated with employers’ needs, and that students understand the options that are
available to them. The early success of the Virginia Education Wizard gives us a head-start in this
area.
For years, Virginia’s success was attributed, in part, to attracting college-educated people from
elsewhere. That strategy is less viable now. Other places are now prioritizing retaining their own
talent and competing for ours. Our success moving forward relies on harvesting our own talent,
ensuring that everyone has the skills and knowledge to maximize their success. Doing that more
effectively is the heart of today’s National Governors Association conversation.
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